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EDITORIAL

~

· Communion of the Saints: x,y,z
The liturgy rolled off my lips. The words can
at times launch one into a world of meaning, and
at other moments be so vapid that one can, as if
exhaling a stream of smoke, watch them dissipate
right before your eyes. This Sunday I was not
struggling with doubt. The rhythm of the service
and the uniqueness of the day-the one in
seven-had done its part. I was participating, and
I guess, in some weighty metaphysical sense, a
communicate member of the Church Universal,
although I am not quite sure what that means.
I filed out of my row, following the backs in
front of me. My feet rumbled upon the stark
wooden floor. The bodies in front of me cut left
or cut right, and the seemingly chaotic flow of
people created a tightly knit circle around the
bearers of wine and bread. My friends passed the
bread, and the wine followed. I could hear their
murmurs through the music: "The body of Christ
broken for you; the blood of Christ shed for
you."
With my head slightly bowed in reverence,
my eyes focused on the tips of someone's shoes
across from me. As the wine and bread neared,
my eyes shifted to my shoes, and my mind to my
life. My spiritual state was cast before my mind's
eye, and my attire unfolded below as a I peered
down at my shoes.
What was about to be the center of my week
lost its focusing force. The melody of the
surrounding music-a cacophony. The hole in
my pants- gaping. It wasn't even close to being
half-mast; it was down, all the way down. My
khaki pants had a hole in them the size of a
softball. They were unfurled and waiting for a
wind to come fill the sails of wrinkled khaki.
I could try to pull with great tact and
dexterity a zipper that most likely would need a
strong tug, or I could do as Rick did. The former
would risk directing everyone's attention to me,
but the latter, Rick's choice? Rick, whether he
knew it or not, acted as though he never had a
hole and most likely his zipper had been down all
evening in the worst of all worlds.

This past Christmas Eve I saw Rick with it
down at Old St. Paul's, one of Baltimore's
historic communities of worship. The Christmas
Eve service, at least on the surface, could easily
be understood as a social event, and Rick
committed the unpardonable social sin. At the
ceremony, the Boys' Choir evoked a feeling of
awe and reverence that kept one glued to the pew
kneelers all evening. A line of men and women
clad in black and white robes with their icons and
incense wandered through the numerous aisles of
the nave. Although the minister spent a majority
of his life in Tennessee, his remarkable English
accent lead the event. His voice boomed from
the pulpit. The sounding board, suspended above
him, amplified his homily about the time beforewe-were-He-was.
After communion, we gathered. Rick, a
journalist stationed in Mexico City, had many
stories to tell.
"You see," he would say with his head
cocked back, thumbs in his pocket and fingers
drumming on the corduroy, "school children are
no longer allowed to play outside in the winter."
All of us, intrigued as we were, could not
help but feel, despite the impending tale of
tragedy, a weightlessness. The laughing gas of
the dentist's office-where brain cells going
snap, crackle, and pop-infected us. We floated
while Rick's zipper, a fissure between thick green
corduroy, created a gulf between us. Perhaps he
knew, or maybe he rambled on that evening
unaware, but no one could have ever told Rick
about it.
I, like Rick, ignored it. Where was the center
of my week, the communion service? It is not to
say that it existed, didn't exist or was lost-that
my week no longer had a center. I was off
balance with several tantalizing thoughts
jockeying for position. I was once again asking
questions which have been asked since the
beginning of time. I think this is called doubt.

******

Many of us who have grown up in the broad
confines of American Evangelicalism have run the
gauntlet of worship. We have seen the comic,
participated in sententious sermonizing, experienced
the tragic and confronted numerous paradoxes.
Despite these aspects of an active religious life, we
have been overwhelmed by epiphanies of such
existential caliber that we cannot help but be
compelled to believe. Yet we still doubt-- the offcentering jolt and thought experiment that follows
twist together and have a part in this nebulous term
called doubt.
Is art, human creativity from scientific
ponderings and paint to poetry and depictions of
communion experiences, a product of doubt? Art
often challenges or has little need for the old order of
things. Art that is spawned from the secure confines
of dogma often appears to be bad art.
For many of us, our faith has been nurtured
within the secure confines of dogma and has had
little need for doubt, little need for art. Those who
dabble in doubt and marvel at the limits of dogma are
often guilty of heterodoxy, even heresy.
Human creativity, be it heretical explanations for
an age-old Paradox, Dali's Last Supper, or an
explanation of the Big Bang, confronts the limits of
dogma. Take for example the Gnostic heresy, the
Gnostic was unsettled by the Paradox. How could
Christ be fully God and fully man? For the NeoPlatonic Gnostic the flesh was the locus of evil. A
God/man is a metaphysical contradiction. Christ
only appeared in the flesh; according to Valentinus,
Christ ate but he did not poop. The Gnostic explored.
He used dogma as an entry into reality.
For Flannery O'Connor "the artist who believes
in Christ must explore greater and not smaller
territory, must confront tougher and not simpler
questions." Likewise, our off-centering religious
experiences are not to be understood as escape from
reality, but means for entry into it. <)>
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Calvin College
and the Secularization
of the Academy
(ii George Mar~

[transcribed from a speech]

The secularization of Christian
colleges represents well the principle
of unintended consequences. As we
are all aware the pattern has been that
traditional Christian schools have
moved on to become thoroughly
6

secular institutions. In
fact, schools that at one
time had the greatest
Christian commitment
often have become
places where the greatest
hostility towards the
Christian faith exists. At
best these schools have
managed to exist 150
years preserving the
traditions with which
they started. In general,
no matter when schools
were established they
were rapidly secularized
at the end of the
nineteenth century. The
University of Chicago,
founded by conservative
Baptists in the 1890s,
had within a generation
lost most of its Baptist
identity, and today one
does not generally think of the
University of Chicago as a Baptist
institution.
I will examine how the process of
secularization
has
happened
historically. In particular I will look
briefly at the cases of the Presbyterian

colleges because I feel that the
Presbyterian situation most closely
resembles ours here at Calvin College.
A Few Preliminary Remarks

First, in Protestant cases of
secularization, there is not a simple
correlation between being churchrelated and maintaining tradition. It
depends, of course, on the church. A
prominent Methodist educator once
remarked to me that the worst thing
that could happen to a United
Methodist college would be if the
United Methodist Church took active
control of the school because the
church tends to be on the most liberal
side of every question. It is not a
simple question of staying close to the
church and everything will be alright.
Second, it is important to clarify
which type of Christianity is being
discussed. One person's Christian
maturity is
another person's
secularization.
Fundamentalists
consider many of the emphases at
Calvin as secular while people at
Calvin view fundamentalism as a
compromise with American mores and
traditions that involve a hidden

secularism. Because of this ambiguity,
you cannot talk simply about
"secularism." You, instead, have to
find the base line from which one is
working. Let us presume for the sake
of argument (for better or for worse),
that our baseline is the tradition we
have now at Calvin and how we
preserve this.
Thirdly, there is not a simple
correlation between being traditionally
Protestant and being a better academic
institution. In fact, the reverse is often
the case, and this is what makes tracing
the history of this problem particularly
interesting. There is not a straight line;
you cannot look back at the "good old
days" and say that they were clearly
better than today. Obviously many of
the things in the "good old days" that
needed to be changed were supported
by traditional Protestantism. Despite
many of the achievements of church
related colleges in the past, they were
elitist, racist, and sexist. They thought
Christianity should absorb everything
around it, and that the essentials of
Christianity could be promoted by
authority.
The "good old days" relied on the
old style idea that the best way to bring
about Christian activity was to enforce
agendas rather than rely on voluntary
activity. The price of all of this was
theological controversy. If you
maintained a strict confessional
identity, you often had with it
controversies which dominated the
school.
A Study of Presbyterian Colleges

Presbyterians were among the
leading educators in early America.
They founded many colleges because
of the Reformed tradition's emphasis
on intellectual pursuits. Despite the
Reformed tradition's broad emphasis
on intellectual pursuits, the history of
Presbyterian colleges has to be
understood with reference to the

difference between the North and the
South.
In the North, Presbyterian colleges
tended to be defined as non-sectarian
evangelical. This related to the
Presbyterian assumption that if one
was a proper Christian this would be
more or less identical with being a
proper American. Therefore, colleges
would advertise as non-sectarian.
The South was more like the case
of the Christian Reformed. The
Southern colleges were shaped by
strict Old School confessionalism, and
this was supported by the Southern
identity which fully developed during
the Civil War. Living in the South for
five years has reinforced my view that
Southerners are an ethnic group. The
Southern Baptist Convention is
something like the CRC. Both have a
combination
of
traditional
Protestantism, and both are fighting
about the same issues. This is
combined with a terrific loyalty to a
denomination and is reinforced by an
ethnic identity. In this way, I think the
South is similar to the CRC.
The conservative strictures of the
North came under attack in the first
half of the twentieth century. The
fundamentalist controversies were a
major catalyst for the changes that took
place in Presbyterian colleges.
Fundamentalism, despite its intention
to hold the line for churches, often had
the opposite effect. It made people who
had a degree of flexibility within their
faith resolved to prove that they were
not fundamentalists.
After the
controversies
in
the
1920s,
Presbyterian colleges in the North
were resolved to hire faculty who were
not sympathetic to fundamentalism.
This shifted colleges to the left side of
the theological spectrum.
The South, however, was
generally not affected by controversies
in the twenties. They still had rather
strict confessional controls until 1947.
For example, here are the regulations

for Southern Presbyterian colleges that
were adopted by the General
Assembly from 1914-16. First, two
thirds of the Board of Trustees had to
be elected by a church court. Second,
the college president had to be a
member of the Southern Presbyterian
Church. Third, faculty had to be
members of an evangelical church, and
a majority must belong to the Southern
Presbyterian Church. Finally, all
teaching had to be in conformity to the
doctrines of the Presbyterian church.
This strict confessional control is
similar to the situation at Calvin. After
1947, however, the South started to
assimilate with the national culture.
The regulation for strict subscription to
the confession was dropped, and
schools were allowed to adopt a
different confessional standard.
The end of World War II brought a
religious revival that, in the form of
Neo-orthodoxy,
affected
many
colleges. At the same time, the formal
Christianity that developed in church
colleges tended to be liberal. Again I
feel this was, in part, a reaction to
fundamentalism. Because of their
previous openness, Presbyterian
colleges in the North were most
susceptible to the liberal cultural and
theological trends. By 1963 the
guidelines
of
the
Northern
Presbyterian Church for its colleges
read this way: "they should seek to be a
learning community where word and
act will provide an intellectual
advancement and religious growth and
carry out the ethical implications
which the faith represents." What is
interesting about this statement is that
it does not refer to Christianity. It refers
to the ethical dimensions of the faith.
At this point, the tradition of faculty
church membership was also dropped.
Now faculty were required to be
dedicated to the college's declared
purposes, to "faithfully serve the
primary objective of academic
excellence that encourages true piety

7

and integrity of thought and character."
Faculty were required only to be
committed to the college's intellectual
task. Academic excellence became the
highest priority. The only religious
requirement is for the faculty to
provide a "mature classroom
encounter with the Judeo-Christian
heritage."
After 1963 the counterculture
soon demanded that discrimination in
favor of Christianity be dropped. By
1968 the Northern Presbyterian church
dropped control of its colleges. In 1973
church related schools were to stress
human values, offer courses in

affirm the fundamental teaching of
Christianity-that the Bible is the only
infallible rule of faith and practice.
In the early sixties, pressure began
to build to liberalize the statement of
faith. It was argued that the statement
kept them from keeping up
academically. By the early seventies,
faculty members were required to
"uphold and seek to increase the
college's effectiveness as an institution
of Christian learning." In 1973 the
trustees allowed granting of tenure to
the "reverent seeker," a person who
respects the Christian tradition but
does not commit to its intent.

.. .he found the college's hiring and
promotion policy "morally repugnant,
socially anachronistic, and
scholastically unwise."
religious studies, and support the
struggle for full recognition of all
persons in the eyes of God. The latter,
of course, is a high ideal of the time but
makes it very difficult to have any kind
of discrimination that refers to religion.
So by the the early seventies most of
the distinct Presbyterian identity had
eroded from the Northern schools.

~
~

Davidson College

Changes in the South came at a
slightly slower pace. Davidson
College, like others of the Southern
Presbyterian Church, had a traditional
confessional test for faculty until 1947.
After dropping the traditional
confessional test, Davidson developed
its own creedal test, a conservative
N eo-orthodox creed. The creed
emphasized the Lordship of Christ and
all faculty still had to be members of an
evangelical church. Faculty also had to

8

Gradually Davidson moved away
from strict confessionalism defining
itself by much broader goals.
The culmination of all these
developments was in 1977 when the
political science department offered a
position to Dr. Ronald Linden, who
was Jewish. After he went through the
hiring process, the president sent him
the faculty statement asking whether
he would uphold the college's
effectiveness as a church related
college and reminded him that this was
part of the tenure policy. Linden
accepted the job offer but wrote back
to say that he found the college's hiring
and promotion policy "morally
repugnant, socially anachronistic, and
scholastically unwise." Futher, he said
that when he got there he would
"strongly support any movement to
eliminate such rules and practices." On
advice from legal counsel, the
president, Samuel Spencer, took this

response to mean that Linden had
turned down the job.
As you might imagine, a storm of
protest broke loose. At one faculty
meeting it was stated that "we are not
being compared right now with
Dartmouth but to Bob Jones and Oral
Roberts. The significance is clear;
many of our academic colleagues,
regardless of their owri religious
convictions are coming to view
Davidson as a narrow minded
anachronistic
institution
more
interested in restrictive religious
orthodoxy than academic freedom and
pursuit of the truth." This, I might add,
was all getting coverage by the New
York Times and Washington Post.
Though Linden did not go there,
the trustees changed their religious
requirement. Now the President "was
to seek out and secure as officers and
faculty
members
non-Christian
persons who profess a genuine
spirituality, who can work with the
Christian tradition even if they have
not conscientiously joined it, and who
can conscientiously support the
purpose of the college as set forth in
the Davidson College Constitution.
I think this illustrates particularly
the pressure of pluralism on colleges
that try to maintain a religious identity.
This is a stronger issue in the South
because the Southern Presbyterian
Church had been on the wrong side of
the racial integration issue and was in
the operative position of then having
colleges that affirm integration yet
discriminate against Jews. How can
you do this and remain a national
institution?
Davidson remains a fine school
with a low-key Christian presence. The
current president, who is a clergyman
committed to the Presbyterian tradition
and tries to maintain a Christian
presence within the school, admits that
within a generation there likely will be
enough
unsympathetic
faculty
members to vote out the last vestiges of

the Christian tradition.
The Challenges that Face Christian
Educators.

I think secularization such as this
took place because Christian educators
faced serious challenges and choices
that in the short run seemed
appropriate from a Christian
perspective. Though they had high
intentions, their decisions had
unforeseen long term consequences.
First, Presbyterian educators have
always been among the intellectual
elite and felt a tremendous pressure to
maintain the standards of academic
excellence. Once the standard shifted,
it put the church related school in a
dilemma: can they continue to hire
faculty on the basis of beliefs when, in
fact, they can hire better faculty with
different religious affiliations? In the
interest of professionalization and
academic excellence, there is a
pressure to keep up the best Christian
witness by hiring the best faculty.
Another important factor is the
changing Christian character and how
to improve the quality of Christianity
on campus. A Christianity that is
forced on its students might not be the
most healthy way to further
Christianity. Calvin has faced this
dilemma in the last forty years.
Theological changes add to this
dilemma. When one shifts from a
denominational particularism to a
broader Christianity, or to an ethical
emphasis, the common Christian core
can be lost. It is important to note that
the shift is not from Christianity to
secularism but rather it is from a
traditional Christianity to what seems
to be an enhanced, or more liberal,
Christianity. . Eventually,
there
becomes no difference between
Christianity and, say, the ideals of the
Democratic party.
Another pressure is the vast
expansion of government funding in

higher education. Since World War II,
the great percentage of colleges are
supported by government funding and
stipulations often come along with this
funding. Still, the major factor here is
that government funding creates a very
competitive market and this makes it
more difficult for private colleges to
survive. Can they compete at the level
they are operating on? If not, how can
they improve their market situation?
Do they need to find a broader
supporting constituency? Colleges
who see themselves under financial
pressure often have to respond to a
market which is anti-sectarian. Thus
there is a pressure to assimilate and
drop one's sectarian image.
Changes in intellectual trends also
have an impact. Even Christian faculty
bring with them ideas they learned in
graduate school. One professor I talked
to said it took him a dozen years to
unlearn that principle that you cannot
apply your Christian perspective to

ethnically and racially? Hence there is
a terrific pressure for church schools to
see themselves as public rather than
private institutions which do not have
to be defined by the public domain.
Some Differences Between Calvin
and the Presbyterian Situation

The first major difference is that
Presbyterians have a tradition of being
cultural insiders. They have long been
used to seeing themselves as people
who are setting the standards for the
nation. Calvin, on the other hand, has
an outsider tradition and has
traditionally been suspicious of any
evangelical denomination. This
distrust of American evangelicalism is
the reason for the origin of the CRC,
and, for better or for worse, it is still
very much a part of the tradition. The
CRC also has a tradition of Christian
schools which sets it apart from the
general culture.
This general

Can they continue to hire faculty on the
basis of beliefs when, in fact, they can hire
better faculty with different religious
affiliations?
your discipline. Often, this creates a
faculty whose primary loyalties are to
the profession and not to the local
institution.
Perhaps the clearest example of
pressures
mounting
against
maintaining a Christian identity is
cultural pluralism. After World War II,
Protestant churches rightly led the
fight against racial and religious
prejudice within the public sphere. The
question then arose how can you do
this yet run an institution which
discriminates religiously, and as a
secondary
result
discriminates

resistance to homoginization . is
strongly supported by the Kuyperian
intellectual tradition which relates this
cultural distinctiveness to academic
life, and I think we have an intellectual
tradition that has great possibilities,
particularly now.
Second, the nature of our times is
different than from those historical
cases I presented, at least I hope so.
Since the middle of the seventeenth
century, we have been in an era of
scientific revolution and the aura of
what became the Enlightenment. A
reverence for science and progress has

9

defined our ways. Now we are in a
post-Enlightenment age where many
people are recognizing that there is
little reason to become more and more
liberal, to conform to the standards of
scientific progress.
The new intellectual climate of
post-Modernism is one that opens a
window of opportunity for Kuyperian
thought. I should point out that there is
a vast difference between post-

variety of religious viewpoints.
A Few Practical Problems
These differences suggest to me
that there is good reason to hope that
Calvin can persist as a meaningful
Christian college. Perhaps we are in a
new era where everything does not
move in the same direction.
Nevertheless,
some
practical

The great challenge for them is to find
effective ways to resist the destructive
aspects of secularization without a
fundamentalisttake-ove~
Modernism and Kuyperianism. PostModems asserts that human catagories
create whatever there is while
Kuyperians assert that God creates
whatever there is. Despite this
fundamental difference, we share in
the critique of the Enlightenment-the
myth of one science for all people. It is
important for Calvin to cultivate this
critique.
Another point of difference deals
with the ideals of multiculturalism.
Today multiculturalism is often a
catch-word for saying that everyone
should conform to one intellectual
pattern. This is particularly true in
regards to religious questions.
Multiculturalism often asserts "we
love your culture, love to have you
here, but please leave the religious soul
of your culture at the door when you
come into an academic institution."
Well, what kind of multiculturalism is
that? It seems to me, that with the
current intellectual mood, we are in a
_ position to
assert that real
multiculturalism ought to involve
religious multiculturalism. There
ought to be a place in academia for a

problems remain.
First, I think history indicates that
faculty hiring is a crucial question.
Schools that do not have boundaries
in faculty hiring create a faculty who
are loyal to their profession and not to
their school. There have to be strong
guidelines. Still, it would make sense
at a place like Calvin to have broader
standards for faculty hiring in the
short run. But the question is will this
work in the long run.
For instance, if you do as
Davidson did and write your own
general creed, you open up the door
for saying that creeds are things
written every ten or twenty years.
Eventually what often happens is that
interpretations keep broadening and
after a generation your faculty is not
at all concerned with guidelines.
Calvin is very strong on this
front. If you get through the ole' triple
fail safe requirement for hiring (forms
of subscription, CRC membership,
and the Christian school requirement)
chances are you really want to be
here. They are so strong, in.fact, that I
think there could be some flexibility

in these requirements, particularly the
later two. The problem is how do you
avoid short term injustices where you
exclude somebody who should not be
excluded and still maintain a long term
guarantee that people who are here are
willing to be a part of this community.
Second, there is a need to deal
maturely with the theological
controversies that are a part of church
related schools. One of the major
forces that is eroding the Christian
identity are the fundamentalist/liberal
conservative/progressive
controversies. Churches get divided
over controversial issues. The people
with the more inflexible interpretations
of the tradition attack the people with
the more flexible interpretations. Often
after these conservative attacks, the
people with the more flexible
interpretation
overreact.
Their
tendency is to react against the
conservative attacks by saying "if that
is what it means to stay in the tradition
then we don't need tradition, but ought
to open the doors for other things as
well."
The challenge for Calvin today is
for committed traditional Protestants
who have a degree of flexibility within
their interpretations to remain faithful
to the tradition without getting
distracted by conservative attacks.
The attacks and counterattacks create a
state of virtual warfare within the
denomination. People become so preoccupied with the warfare that they
loose sight of the primary purpose of
the institution. Calvin's purpose is to
stand against the destructive aspects
that are warring against Christianity
within the culture itself. The question
is how can the more flexible
traditionalists, who are clearly
dominant at Calvin, keep their wits
about them and see which is the
primary battle being fought. The great
challenge for them is to find effective
ways to resist the destructive aspects of
secularization
~
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The trees are bare bones now, the green grass white with frost.
Finally the Clematis vine is dead, its purple flowers frozen in full bloom.
I have been waiting for the death of the Clematis,
fascinated by its slow growth and sudden late burst into bloom.
Gambling against an early frost, it survived until a week before Thanksgiving.
The sun shines on a newly frozen world this morning and brings peace.
The lingering, bitter-sweet beauty of fall finally past.
Winter, when it comes, is what I expect.
The harsh coldness of reality I can bear.
It is the beauty that awakens deep longings,
creates expectations, upsets the equilibrium.
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Fifth D(r)owning

Two eyes sunk deep in hollow sockets-two caves depressed within the skull
of a time-worn man.
Years of wind and rain have etched ravines into that leathery face.
Those hollow eyes draped in shadows of emptiness.
Wishing for cessation.
One thousand fifths of Vodka form a halo around his ashen head.
Bathed in fluorescence (that halflight that is mockery of the life-giving
sun).
Robed in a grungy shirt that once was white; fingers grope within a
tattered pocket-fingers perfumed by that Virginian god of nicotine.
Within the silence of your face I hear the cry of the
lonely; destitute; abandoned; homeless; widowed; drunken;
I hear the moan of those who were bulldozed into mass graves
after being stomped on by the militant boot of Progress: Auschwitz,
Wounded Knee, Kampuchea, El Salvador, Siberia, ad infinitum.
I struggle to imagine even a faint smile touching one corner of your
mouth. I give up my attempt to superimpose that image
over the cracked desert floor that is your face, exasperated.
Any muscles required for such movement atrophied years ago.
To the insipid droning of elevator music
I hand you blood-money. It is green. Andrew Jackson stares up at you
greedily.
One hundred sappy violins rise to a squealing crescendo.
I take my bottle and drown with you,
alone.
-Tim Keller
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PLAY
Scene: The action of the
play takes place within
five Stations which are
set up in a semi-circle
from left to right
downstage. Station One
is situated far stage right
and is comprised of a
movie camera mounted
on a tripod, directly in
front of which is a chair,
with one other chair
behind it. Directly stage
left of Station One is
Station Two-a recliner,
desk and chair. Station
Three includes a table
and two chairs. Station
Four is a single doorway.
Station Five, located far s.
1., includes another
a one-act play
doorway, a gurney, and a
supply table. All asides
(except where indicated), are down stage center and lit
with a single spot.

., , fantasizing about being
famous. Another is
obsessing about stupid
things.
He crosses to Station
Two and sits at the desk,
speaking into a hand-held
tape recorder.

WADE (Clears his throat.
Pause.): I don't like
parsley. I mean, I really
don't feel that restaurants
should spend so much
money on parsley,
because what does it do?
It just sits there and
looks green. I mean, you
can't taste it; it just kind
of sits there and looks
by Kevin Glass
green. I mean, sure, it's
"decorative", it's
"pretty", you can, you can use that argument, but
basically in the end it just sits there and looks green. You
can't eat it - it doesn't taste like anything- I mean, once I
As the lights go up: Wade Strickland is seated in Station
tried to and I almost gagged.
One, facing the camera. An interviewer sits behind it and
(He gets up and paces.) And you know, to me it's almost
to its right.
intrusive because it just sits there on the plate and I have
to move it if I'm going to eat, because, you know, and
INTERVIEWER: Do you think you 're a genius?
once I tried to move it off the plate and I accidentally
WADE: No. I know I'm a genius.
dropped it into my mashed potatoes and gravy, and, you
INTERVIEWER: What makes you think so?
know, I don't want to taste that-my potatoes, after the
WADE: What made you ask?
parsley's been in there, you know? So it sits there and it's
green, and it's intrusive to me because, you know, I have
(Pause.)
to move it off the plate even, in order to eat , and then
that just sort of cancels out any sort of redeeming
INTERVIEWER: Do you see yourself as a conceited
decorative qualities it might have. It just-I don't know. I
don't like it. (Pause. He returns to his desk and sits.) I
person?
WADE: Yes, but only because I deserve to be.
just don't like it.

Personal Effects

Wade looks at the camera and slowly smiles. Still
smiling, he looks away.
INTERVIEWER: Next question.
WADE: Could you tum that thing off, please?
ASIDE#l : (Wade crosses d.s.c.)
WADE (to audience): One of my favorite pastimes is
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ASIDE#2
WADE (turning to face the audience): It wasn't as
though I made a pact with myself to be unhappy from
childhood onward. It just sort of happened that way. I
was the lonely, introverted child who grew into the
lonely, introverted adult. I held a series of odd jobs, none
of which appealed to me because they were odd. After
work I'd come home to an empty apartment and, in an

obsessive-compulsive frenzy, move my recliner to
strategic new positions around the room to prevent from
getting too bored with my surroundings. I had asked out a
number of girls to assuage my feelings of insecurity, but
every attempt, even when followed by a date, seemed to
backfire. There was the time I shut the car door on
Melinda's ankle, requiring several stitches and even more
apologies. Then there was Stephanie. I thought that she
was beautiful, but she just didn't seem attracted to me.
He crosses to Station Three and sits at the table with
Stephanie. She smokes, obviously bored, looking around,
drumming her fingers on the table.
WADE (engrossed): You see, I love Hemingway because
his writing style is just...wonderful. He's sparse, brief,
and to the point.
STEPHANIE (blandly): I hate Hemingway.

able to say what they want. I have made efforts, but they
have been fruitless and always will. Some are endowed
with it, some can never find it, and wonder all the while
in pain what could have been if they were able to reveal
the truth to others. Some can change the world and not
care; others care forever and never can.
ASIDE#3
WADE: An old classmate stopped by, the kind of guy
who's favorite pastime was making sure that he was
doing a better job with his life than you were with yours.
I think he's a motivational speaker now. He made me
realize anew why I had chosen to be a hermit in the first
place.
He crosses to Station Two and sits in the recliner,
drinking a glass of milk. Classmate enters and stops next
to recliner.

(Pause.)
WADE (turning to audience): Stephanie didn't happen, so
once again I took pen in hand.
Station Two: Wade crosses over, sits at desk, and begins
writing. He reads the words aloud as he works.
WADE: This is going to be frustrating, I know. The ones
to which it comes so easily I hold in my mind and in my
heart, wishing for all the world that I could hold them in
my hand·and crush.them. I wish, too, for the sort of
romantic inspiration you read about always in books,
hear in a song, see on film. They are brilliant. They are
the ones to which we accord absolute adjulation while
listlessly shifting about in the mire,of ;our own sordid
lives. We live, we work, we do nothing. And all the while
they capture us with the truth, impossible to ignore. We
sit and try and think of what life can become for us, and
we draw blanks. This is the way of things. It is my way of
- things. And I hate it. (Pause.) Once, in a moment pf sheer
bravery, I said to mysel{, "I'll write." And so I wrote, all
through the day, far into the night, loving it. It was
painful and difficult, but good. And when I was so spent.I
thought I couldn't go on anymore, I continued to work,
for the sheer joy of it. (Pause.) When I awoke the next
morning and saw all that I had done, and saw that it was
awful and cliche-ridden and untrue, I destroyed it. All of
the nights of music in the dark and interaction in great
depth with people and all of the wandering about and
throwing of large objects and all of the hysterical laughter
and happiness, the rushes of sheer happiness, were
wasted. I am not being defeatist, only realist. Others are

C.M: What are you doing?
WADE: Thinking.
C.M: About what?
WADE: Everything. Did you ever stop and think?
C.M: No. Did you ever start and do?
WADE (ignoring him): It's amazing how much of life
you can experience by just sitting and thinking. And
doing absolutely nothing. I feel more alive when I'm
doing nothing then at any other time.
C.M (deadpan): No wonder you're the most vibrant
person I've ever met.
He crosses to desk and picks up a stray sheet of paper, on
which are Wade's writings from the previous scene.
C.M: What's this?
WADE: Some writing.

C.M: This isn't writing. This is nothing but your
signature, over and over.
WADE: I need a cool signature in case I get famous
someday.
C.M (disgusted): When are you really going to do
something?
WADE: Like what?
C.M: Like really writing. You sit around here all day with
your nice cold glass of milk wishing you were Ernest
Hemingway. And he didn't even drink milk.
WADE: Everyone drinks milk and one time or other in
their lives.
C.M: Who cares?! What difference does it make in the
vast glorious scheme of things that maybe Hemingway
drank milk and maybe he clidn't? Is this what you think
about all the time?
WADE: No .. .I think about Steinbeck sometimes, too.
C.M:.Well, snap out of it. (Pause) Is it jealousy? Are you
jealous because I just graduated from college and I'm
engaged to be married?

Station Two: (Wade sits in his recliner, talking into a
hand-held taperecorder.)
WADE: I don't normally reveal much of myself to others,
and when I do, it's so muted with self-deprecation that I
come across sounding like an insecure shmuck. Honoring
my feelings in front of others doesn't seem to get me too
much. (Pause.) If I was dead, a diatribe about parsley
would be considered a work of genius. So I'll play the
dead genius, and live the life of my mind. (Pause.) I'll
hyperbolize. Because that's how bad things seem. That's
how it feels to me. And, after all, a dead genius is better
than a live shmuck.
During this soliloquy, Wade has been tossing an orange
up and down in his free hand. He now pauses, looks at it,
and suddenly bursts out laughing.
ASIDE#4
WADE: I began to laugh uncontrollably in the presence
of citrus fruits. I was in desparation. So I decided to pay
another imaginary visit to the clinic.
Station Three: (Two doctors, who also play the Classmate
and the Interviewer, respectively, enter and sit at the
table.)

WADE: Why should I be?
C.M: And furthermore, are you jealous because I never
have to use public transportation and I don't have ink all
over my hands because I work at a factory making
smiley-face T-shirts all day?
Wade is silent.
C.M: Well, you should be. (He crouches down next to
Wade.) And all that jealous rage I know you have isn't
doing you a bit of good unless you channel it.
WADE (oblivious): Can you hear what I'm thinking?
C.M (slightly taken aback): I'm not that astute. Tell me.
WADE: I can't. It's not that I refuse; I'm just not able to.
(Pause. He slowly smiles.) Listen to that! Isn't it
wonderful?
The C.M. kneels down next to him, dumbfounded.
Blackout:
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Dr.#1: Next case. "Wade Strickland." (Pause.) Fact...(he
slaps the envelope on the table) ... this kid is depressed.
Dr.#2: But are you so sure we should give it to him?
Dr.#1: Well, he's got all the classic symptoms of being a
cosmic error. I mean, this guy's pretty much stellar. This
is the reason he gave on his application form-'My days
are endless and my nights unsatisfying.'
Dr.#2: God, how pretentious. What is he, a writer?
Dr.#1: As a matter of fact, yes. Or so he says. That's a
pretty classic symptom.
Dr.#2: Has he ever been published?
Dr.#1: No.
Dr.#2: An unpublished writer. Dead giveaway. How
many writers have we had in here in the past two weeks,
anyway?
Dr.#1: About five.
Dr.#2: Terrible. But what should we do about this one?
Dr.#1: Give it to him.
Dr.#2: Do you really think so?
Dr.# 1: I've seen enough of these cases to know that it's
the only thing that'll make these people happy.
Dr.#2 (sighing): Well, at least he isn't alone, no matter
what he thinks now. There's never a shortage of them.

Dr.#1: Writers?
.
Dr.#2: No, depressed people. It's a shame we have to do @ ,
this to thern, though-there's no telling but they might
..._,
have had something worthwhile to say.
Dr.#1: Who knows? (Pause.) By the way, who gets his
personal effects?

____,_

(Silence. Then they slowly start chuckling.)
Dr.#2: Gold-digger.
(They exit.)
Station Three: (Wade crosses from Station Two and
stands at the side of the table. His parents enter and are
seated.)
WADE: I've decided to do it.
MOTHER: You can't be serious. You're so young. You
don't know what you're doing.
WADE: I'm not young and I do know what I'm doing.
MOTHER: No, you don't. Why, just last week you told
me that you were lighting candles in your apartment. Do
you realize what a terrible fire hazard that constitutes?
And I tried calling you one night, but you didn't get
home until quarter to two. Does a responsible p on do
those things?
WADE(incredulous): I'm twenty-three year
MOTHER: That's no excuse.
FATHER: I don't know what your mental hang- ps are.
But you'd better forget about it.
WADE: It's too late. I've already made up my rnind.
FATHER: And you're still going through with it?
WADE (after a pause): Yes.

Dr.# 1: This is the Meditation Room. If you need to be
alone first, please feel free to use it. (Checking the
clipboard) You can only have it for ten minutes, though-I
have a neurotic musician corning in at two-thirty.
WADE: Thanks.
He hesitates for a moment, then opens the door and
enters, &hutting it closed behind him. He steps forward
haltingly and then begins to pace, becoming more and
more agitated, his breathing shallow. He stops short
after a moment, and a strange peace suddenly settles over
him. He looks toward the ceiling.
WADE: I'll see You in a minute.
Station Five: (Dr.#2 enters and stands before the door.
Wade crosses and stands with him.)
Dr. #2: She'll be in in a minute. Good luck.

Long pause.
MOTHER: We're going to rniss you.
FATHER: Just make sure you get our lawn mowed first.
Station Two: (Wade crosses over and ambles listlessly
around his room. The phone rings. He crosses to desk
and answers it.)
WADE: Hello? ... yes, this is ... oh,
hello ... when? ... tommrnw? ... Alright, I'll be there.

He pats Wade on the back and exits. Wade enters and
again closes the door behind him. He seats himself on
the edge of the gurney, and waits . .ij\.fter a moment, the
Nurse enters. (The Nurse is ~layed by the same girl who
plays Stephanie.)
NURSE: Good afternoon, Mr. Strickland. I'll be
performing the procedure. First, I'll need you to lie down.
He does so. She opens a drawer in the supply cabinet and
produces a pack of cigarettes.

He hangs up.
Dr.#1 enters with a clipboard in hand and goes to Station
Four. Wade crosses over and stands with him before the
door.

NURSE: Cigarette?
WADE: No, thank you. They're bad for your health.
NURSE: Whatever.

19

you've got a good job, you're stable. I had none of that.
C.M: If you were in college, you'd have gotten to that
point eventually.
WADE: I should have already had it.
C.M: Nobody lives in a vacuum. You need help to
achieve goals like that.
WADE: I didn't want help. I didn't need help. Being in
college would be an open admission that I needed help. It
would have been an open a ·ssion of defeat. Pause)
There was an article in the obituaries about me.
C.M: I know. I read it.
WADE: If I'd been in college, you know what that article
would've referred to me as?
C.M: No. What?
WADE: A student.
C.M(after a pause): You're a pompous ass, you know it?

From another drawer, she produces a bottle of clear
liquid, a syringe, and a cotton swab.
NURSE: Now, I want you to lie still and breathe
naturally. This will only hurt for a second. Then you
won't feel anything.
WADE(deadpan): I haven't felt anything in a long time. I
try not to let anything have a personal effect on me.
She begins to swab his arm.
NURSE(conversationally): You know, you're letting a
lot of people down by doing this.
WADE: Just returning the favor. (Pause.) Wait. Do you
have a pen and paper?
NURSE: Certainly. Many people want to leave a note.

Long Pause. Wade slowly turns and looks him squarely in
the eye.

She opens yet another drawer, producing a pen and a pad
of paper, and hands them to Wade. He takes them,
pauses, and scrawls something down.

WADE(evenly): You made me.
WADE: 'Good ... bye.' Period. Hemingway would've
loved that note. Sparse, brief, and to the point. Don't you
think it's good?
NURSE: I hate Hemingway.
WADE: Oh.
NURSE(taking liquid from bottle into syringe): Shall we
begin?
WADE: Yes. Hurry.

Blackout:
THE END.

WRITER'S N0TES:
I wrote this play to excorsize some old demons. (Or
am I exorcizing them?) I do not agree with selfaggrandizement, but if Wade Stricldand creates pompous
circumstances for himself, then the life from which he

She places the needle on his arm and inserts it. His body
tenses. With her free hand, she gently strokes his hair.
She pushes the plunger in slowly. He tenses further. After
a moment, his body relaxes. Blackout. Nurse exits.
Wade crosses to Station Two.
Station Two: (As the lights go up to half, we see Wade
sitting in his recliner, tossing an orange from hand to
hand. The Classmate enters and stands next to him.)

./o';;\
f )

C.M: Are you happy now?
WADE(shrugs): I'm dead. (continues to toss the orange.) \ {
These things aren't so funny anymore.
C.M: Why'd you do it, man?
•
WADE: I had no alternatives.
C.M: You could've gone to college. You would have had
alternatives then.
WADE: If I went to college, I really would've had no
alternatives. (Pause.) How old was I?
C.M: You were my age.
WADE: Exactly. We were the~e age. You're engaged,
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Escape
photograph

Sometimes i have so desired, shyly beyond
my changing sorrows, your eyes lost in reverie:
the frailest gestures of when and why
of things i cannot touch (because of fear)
i remember now,
the jagged, severed corals
flooding the imprinted shore, perhaps
knowingly boasted where our feet would press,
(and bodies would rest)
or the time we sat in the "shadow of the leaves"
Always
my eyes
wandering, furtively
searching for every passing joy.

-Joseph Jo
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ESSAY

A Vibrant Calvinism
for the Twenty-first Century
by Nathan Hatch
Republic who lived
into
the early
decades of the
nineteenth century.
A sense of unease
and bewilderment
courses
through
their later writings.
Benjamin
Rush
looked back with
despair upon his
efforts
in
the
Revolution,
claiming to feel

[Transcribed from a speech]
In his book The Radicalism of
the American Revolution, last year's
Pulitzer Prize winner in history,
Gordon S. Wood recounts the
pervasive pessimism that descended
upon those Founding Fathers of the

once-planned
memoir of the
Revolution. "We
are indeed," he said
in
1812,
"a
bebanked,
bewhiskied, and a bedollared
nation." The dejected John Adams
asked in 1813, ''When? Where? and
How? is the present Chaos to be
arranged into Order?" Thomas
Jefferson hated the new democratic
world he saw emerging in America, a

world convulsed by a fourfold
revolution: of the market, the rise of
entrepreneurial capitalism,
of
communications, the rise of printing
and publishing on a mass scale, of
democracy, the new faith that
commoners were wiser than their
"betters," and of evangelical
Christianity, the rise of revivalist and
populist modes of faith. The classical
republic of the founders dreams had
been transformed by what one of
them called "the fiery furnace of
democracy." Their own fate now
rested on the opinions and votes of
small-souled and largely unreflective
ordinary people and values that
smacked of the vulgar, materialistic,
rootless, and anti-intellectual.
These shifts in the tectonic plates
of culture were equally disquieting to
American Calvinists. In the early
Republic
the
percent
of
Congregational and Presbyterian
church members in America
plummeted from 40% to 15 %.
Learned clergy, creedal orthodoxy,
and read sermons lost their
compelling power once religion
entered a free market and invited
people to pick and choose among a

variety of options. Calvinists recoiled
from movements premised on
popularity rather than on truth and
careful reasoning. As upstart groups
made inroads into his own parish, one
dour Yankee pastor grumbled: "They
measure the progress of religion by
the numbers, who flock to their
standard; not by the prevalence of
faith, and piety, justice and charity,
and the public virtues in society in
general." The great winners in this
free market culture were the
Methodists, who grew from virtually
nothing at the time of the Revolution
to have ten times the number of
preachers as the Congregationalists
by 1850.
What political elites and the
clergy shared was a loss of a sense of
coherence, of intellectual integrity, of
a culture that recognized its natural
leaders and deferred to them. It was
most frustrating to these respectable
gentlemen that in order to compete in
. this new arena, they must advertise
the superiority of their own position,
an endeavor that seemed to strike at
their own integrity. The new
environment required that in politics
or religion, one had to convince
others
of
the
truth
and
appropriateness of a given point of
view. Yet this parading of one's own
virtue smacked of self-promotion and
artificiality .
I wish to encourage reflection
upon the future of Calvin College. To
do so I think it is crucial for us to
consider two issues: the culture that is
shifting so rapidly beneath and
around the CRC, and the extent to
which Calvin College reflects the
ethos and traditions of a church
forged under an entirely different set
of assumptions, the very culture that
is changing with breathtaking
rapidity. I began with a vignette of
wrenching change because it
parallels in certain respects equally
great shifts that you are experiencing.

My own conviction is that if Calvin
College is to fulfill its aspiration to
serve as "a center of excellence for
Reformed Christian thought and
reflection in North America and the
world," it must grapple creatively
with the changes through which we
are living. It also must reject the most
predictable and natural response,
which, like the Founding Fathers, is
to tum inward, to become cynical and
grumpy and to cling to a world whose
values have less and less currency.
What is needed, instead, is the
forging of a vibrant Calvinism that
will serve both the CRC and the
broader Christian communitywhich so desperately needs the
toughmindedness and commitment
both to Scripture and to serious
learning which the Reformed
tradition can provide.
The acids of modernity, of a
consumer culture, and mass
communications are swiftly eroding
the very foundations of Christian
Reformed culture. The CRC has been
a tower of strength because it has
been a regionally-based, internallyfocused and cohesive ethno-religious
subculture that was willing to resist
many of the blandishments of
modem life. The lessons of antithesis
were learned and reinforced. The
culture also drew strength from
taking seriously the life of the mind,
from applying the Christian faith to
all of life, and from an ability to
sustain the loyalty of its best thinkers
and leaders.
The problem is that the very
culture in which most of you were
raised is rapidly dissolving. Those of
you who grew up in Grand Rapids, in
South Chicago, in Iowa, or New
Jersey knew a religious culture which
through church and school held
decisive sway in the framing of your
values. John Van Engen, who grew
up in northwest Iowa, told me one
time that it was not until he was a

college student that he had a close
friend who was not raised Christian
Reformed. Christian Reformed
culture effectively sheltered mind
and heart from other influences and
drew careful distinctions between
the faithful and everyone else. As
one Christian Reformed woman
reflected: "Our whole life was
separatist, and it engendered a daily
awareness of those who were like us
and those who were different."
Today mass culture runs
roughshod over values that are
provincial,
ethnically
based,
theologically and denominational
oriented, and hereditary, those shared
values passed from one generation to
the next. Jan Shipps, the leading nonMormon student of the Latter-day
Saints, is currently writing a book
about the radical changes in
contemporary Mormonism that have
resulted from the Mormon diaspora,
when after World War II Mormons
left the safe regional preserve of
Utah and scattered throughout the
U.S. What it means to be Mormon
differs radically from what it meant a
generation ago when a regionallybased culture formed the identity of
the movement.
A year ago I spoke to a
conference of three hundred
Missouri Synod Lutheran pastors
about the traditions of American
evangelicals. Why? Because the
norms of their distinctive Lutheran
culture no longer seem to be the
prevailing ones. Religious influences
over which they have no control,
wave upon wave, are sweeping over
their churches and their young
people. The result is debate and a loss
of consensus about what is essential
in the Missouri Synod heritage. The
power of a distinct Lutheran culture
seems to be waning before other
uncontrollable religious influences.
We also live in a time when
confessional orthodoxies of every
stripe have lost their hold in
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patterns of language and liturgy
going back 1,500 years, of church
polity going back 1,000 years, and of
theology going back over 500 years.
The subsequent turmoil is something
to behold. Shattered is the Thomistic
intellectual synthesis that had been
the dominant and unifying force in
Catholic intellectual life. In its place,
one finds claimants to intellectual
authority that are as diverse as the
spectrum
between
Protestant
fundamentalists and liberals. A
century ago, Protestants such as John
Henry Newman who were troubled
by a crisis of authority could find a
safe haven in the Church of Rome.
Today, the full force of the tempest
has reached even those shores,
leaving thoughtful Catholics few
stable intellectual moorings amidst a
bewildering range of theological
options.
The Catholic experience is
symptomatic of a much broader
trend: that powerful and synthetic
theologies are everywhere on the
wane. A similar, if less drastic,
toppling of a given systematic
theology is taking place within the
Christian Reformed Church and
among other Calvinists. A stable
theological system which for
generations had been the intellectual
core of broader intellectual life has
been losing its grip over the last
twenty-five years-some parts being
laid aside, other parts simply ignored.
Here the parallels with the Roman
Catholics are striking, as John Van
Engen has noted. "But where the
Second Vatican Council in effect
toppled Trent in one mighty blow we
have been chipping away at Dordt for
the past twenty-five years, partly by
casting pieces of it aside and partly
just by ignoring it." Creedal
orthodoxy, the very backbone of this
denomination, is on the wane, and we
are left with a flood of particularistic
exegesis on the one hand, and of
relational
and
therapeutic
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Christianity on the other, but no new
synthesis is on the horizon.
Lutheran and Baptist orthodoxy
has been even less successful as an
intellectual force-as the split in the
Missouri Synod Lutheran Church
and fights among Southern Baptists
graphically demonstrate. In a recent
book No Place for Truth, David
Wells' dismay at the disappearance
of theology in the contemporary
church matches the angst of the
Founding Fathers. He is convinced
that modern religious life, mainline
or evangelical, simply has lost the
means to sustain serious theological
reflection.
Sociologists such as Robert
Wuthnow point to an equally steep
decline in denominational loyalty.
Denominational
switching,
intermarriage,
and
mutual
interchange have made barriers
increasingly permeable. Forty years
ago only one in twenty-five
Americans no longer adhered to the
faith of their childhood. By 1980, no
more than one in three did. For the
Christian Reformed Church, whose
people have enjoyed the benefits of
upward mobility, the problem is
compounded by careers which take
many young professionals where no
writ of consistory or classis has run.
Neal
Stephenson
recently
commented about the loss of what he
called hereditary cultures: "Our
cultures used to be hereditary, but
now we choose them from menus as
various as the food court of a
suburban shopping mall. Ambition,
curiosity, talent, sexuality or religion
can draw us to new cities and
cultures, where we become
foreigners to our parents.''
The traditional underpinnings of
Christian Reformed cultureregional and ethnic particularity,
cultural cohesiveness, theological
unity,
and
denominational
exclusives-have
become

increasingly thin and brittle. They
will not collapse overnight but their
power to give stability to a
denominational institution such as
Calvin College will continue to
weaken. This presents you with a
tremendous
opportunity
and
challenge, one which calls for
approaches that are venturesome,
strategic, and visionary.
The culture of Calvin College
has grown out of and remains very
much in tune with the traditional
mores of the CRC. Because of this,
Calvin as an institution is less
adaptive in style and mode of
operations than are the changes in the
environment all around us. As late as
1972, 94% of Calvin students were
Christian Reformed which means
that any faculty member over forty
that attended Calvin came to know
this place as an exclusive
denominational preserve. That
homogeneity brings great strengths
as well as a strong sense of common
purpose. But it also stamps this
campus with a certain signature and
ethos. It is comparable in certain
ways to Notre Dame's experience
with coeducation which also began in
1972. Twenty-two years later, despite
statements specifying the goal of
gender equity and great efforts for
affirmative action, Notre Dame still
lives with a culture that has a distinct
male ring to it. What is bred in the
bone is hard to get out of the flesh.
In my remaining comments, I
want to characterize three facets of
Calvin's culture and on the basis of
these dispositions make some very
specific suggestions about forging a
distinguished college for the 21st
century. These characterizations are
crude and inexact, to be sure, but I
trust they will at least serve as a
heuristic device to promote reflection
and discussion.
1. Calvin is an internally focused
culture.

Calvin is an institution much
better than its reputation. It has
enjoyed a single, denominationallybased constituency who came to
know about Calvin College in the
same way that one learned that one
should attend church twice on
Sunday, that parents should run
Christian schools, and that the reign
of Christ should extend to all of
culture. Most of you who attended
Calvin probably did not "decide" to
do so. It was the natural and expected
thing to do.
In the future, if the College
remains on autopilot, you will have
greater difficulty recruiting the very
best Christian Reformed students,
who increasingly are choosing where
they want to attend college. The same
is true in faculty recruitment about
which I will say more later.
In its current statement of
mission, Calvin College seeks
explicitly to become a national center
of Christian intellectual excellence
and to tum outward in bold witness to
the world. These goals are laudable
and appropriate. Your unflinching
loyalty both to confessional
Christianity and to the serious world
of learning puts you in a unique
position to do this and gives your
voice a note of authenticity. The issue
is not the goal nor your ability to
deliver on substantive Christian
thinking. The issue is whether you as
an institution and as a faculty have
the instinct to implement an
outwardly-directed orientation.
I think it is difficult for you to
realize how internally focused Calvin
still appears to those outside the
Christian Reformed orbit. If you
would ask many thoughtful
Christians today, they would say that
Calvin's primary goal remains to
nurture its own community and
influence others only as they choose
to seek out Calvin and its people. To
be sure, a wide range of Christians,
mainline, Catholic, and evangelical,

have been influenced by the work of
Al Plantinga, George Marsden, Nick
Wolterstorff, and Richard Mouw, but
people also take note that each of
these has sought, for differing
reasons, to undertake their kingdom
work elsewhere.
My own opinion is that even the
Calvin Center for Christian
Scholarship remains surprisingly
internal in its focus. Its work has been
superb, its influence modest, its
outreach marginal. I have similar
questions
about
Calvin's
relationships to those in mainline

but I encourage you to keep asking
them.
2. Calvin is a culture of assumed
rather than articulated values ..
In exploring a Christian
approach to knowledge, Calvin
College is the most intentional and
intense environment that I know.
Very explicit Calvinist and
Kuyperian assumptions undergird
and empower the Calvin curriculum.
How plausible and appealing is this
approach in the radically changed
world of learning that we now

In the future, if the college remains
on autopilot, you will have greater
difficulty recruiting the very best
Christian Reformed students ...

denominations with conservative
theological instincts, particularly the
Presbyterians. Given the virtual
collapse of the Christian foundations
of Presbyterian higher education and
that in our own lifetime, I am puzzled
that Calvin has not worked
strategically to expand its influence
among Presbyterians. Jon Witfliet,
who is studying in the doctoral
program in Liturgy at Notre Dame,
told me recently about his experience
in Calvin choirs, which in western
Pennsylvania would go out of their
way to sing to a handful of Christian
Reformed people, even as they
bypassed massive Presbyterian
churches, most of whom are
theologically conservative. To whom
does the College wish to expand its
influence and what kind of strategies
will be employed to do so? These
questions will not be answered easily,

experience, a world in which, in the
words of James Turner, "knowledge
has collapsed in an undignified heap
of squirming confusion." The current
environment offers Calvin an open
door of opportunity, given its rich
heritage of exploring a perspectival
approach to knowledge. Yet fresh
visions of Calvinist and Christian
approaches to learning need to be
formulated.
However
vital
Kuyperian language was at the turn
of the century and however
compelling formulations by Nick
Wolterstorff were in the 1960s and
1970s, their perspectives will be
found less compelling at the dawn of
a new century. Part of the reason is
that one must determine at what level
serious
Christians-Protestants,
Catholics, Orthodox-need to work
together to rebuild the house of
learning. Neither Thomistic nor
Kuyperian systems alone will
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evangelicals on the other. It is
clear that most of you feel
uncomfortable being associated too
closely with either of these camps.
Yet American Protestantism is
sharply bifurcated along these lines.
What is Calvin's distinct niche? What
vibrant approach to learning,
spirituality, and student development
can Calvin offer that will continue to
be attractive to Christian Reformed
students-as they increasingly
choose among college and university
options-and to a range of mainline
Protestants and evangelicals? In
short, Calvin needs to depict itself in
bold relief for persons both within
and without the CRC for whom the
essentials of the tradition are not selfevident. If some via media is to
succeed, and not be dismissed by
oldline churches and evangelicals
alike, it must project a vision of a
vibrant, forceful, and winsome
Calvinism.
3. Calvin is a conventional and a
consensus-oriented culture that needs

capable leadership, has begun to
implement, such as a major
reorganization of college governance
and the first major capital campaign.
Yet one also comes away from this
document with a sense that it is more
an updated rationale for what exists
rather than a mandate for action. Its
tone is conventional rather than
venturesome.
There are many reasons why
stability rather than change is the
hallmark of this environment. Your
intellectual,
spiritual,
and
denominational instincts have been
to preserve and protect a heritage
against the onslaughts of change.
Your denominational culture has
worked out of a model of consensus
that has resisted sharp course
corrections that would alienate any
large number of constituents. And
even faculty attitudes, however
progressive in the abstract, have a
way of defaulting to the status quo
when the proposed change impinges
upon academic routines. Your selfconscious style of faculty governance
and your egalitarian sense of faculty

In short, Calvin needs to depict itself in
bold relief for persons both within and
without the CRC for whom the
essentials of the tradition are not selfevident.
to grapple with change, with
pluralism, and with excellence.
I have had several opportunities
to read Calvin's most recent
statement of mission. It is an
impressive
document:
clear,
thorough, firmly grounded, and
compellingly argued. It articulates a
number of important goals and
objectives, many of which the
College, under Tony Diekema's
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relations also makes this place more
staid than it is adaptive and
enterprising.
I think it is important to address
this issue for a simple reason: in the
coming years Calvin has a golden
opportunity to build an absolutely
first rate faculty, one that will
underscore Calvin's identity as a
premier center to nurture the
Christian mind. But this will require

an approach that is venturesome and
requires a greater sense of pluralism
in background and outlook than you
have yet known.
In my view, Calvin has the best
academic environment of any
Christian college. There is a long
tradition of revering serious thought
at this place and a more secure
commitment to academic freedom
than exists in many colleges of the
Christian College Coalition. There is
every reason to believe that Calvin
can sustain, and even enhance, a
pattern of hiring outstanding scholars
and teachers.
Attracting and developing
faculty is our single most important
job, the one responsibility that should
elicit our greatest creativity. To make
a tenured appointment or a tenure
track appointment is to confront a
multimillion dollar investment. More
importantly, each appointment in a
college or university becomes a finite
embodiment of what that institution
will be for the next generation. It is an
effort that should never become
routine and one for which we should
gladly go the second mile.
My sense is that Calvin's hiring
practices are strong but somewhat
conventional, and that in some
quarters your efforts may be falling
short of the kind of superb faculty
that this institution has a right to
expect. Some of it may be a residual
sense that Calvin is better off with an
adequate teacher nourished from
within the CRC than with anyone
else. Some of it may be hiring
practices that are routine. Some of it
may be the egalitarian structure of
compensation that does not allow the
College to "compete" with other
institutions for the best faculty. And
some of it may be a certain inertia
common to colleges and universities
whereby faculty tend not to seek out
younger scholars who may be better
than themselves.

I would challenge departments
here to spend inordinate energy in
recruiting faculty, to search far and
wide for the best scholars and
teachers committed to the goals of
this institution. This should also be
among the administration's highest
priorities. Why not ask departments
to produce a list of the top Christian
scholars in the area of an openingand a justification for not offering the
position to the best? You also need to
find ways to keep outstanding faculty
who make this their home, even if it
might mean at times breaking a
sacrosanct salary schedule.
At all levels, then, the college
must be willing to sacrifice to keep
faculty already here, and to leave no
stone unturned in bringing to this
place
models
of
Christian
scholarship. Calvin should also
toughen the tenure process by which
young faculty are evaluated. A
tenure-track appointment should not
be
tantamount
to
life-time
employment. Within appropriate
bounds, the college should reward
faculty whose work is genuinely
excellent. It is a besetting sin of
collegiate environments to treat all
alike, the competent and the
incompetent. The result can be that
virtue has an unsure reward.
I also think that it is critical for a
college such as this to make certain
anchor or "franchise" appointments,
scholars whose work will serve as a
catalyst for discussion and for
attracting both faculty and students.
The endowed chairs projected in the
current capital campaign should
enrich the college in this way. This
issue is more pressing than it was a
decade ago because Calvin has lost
several faculty who had developed
the strongest reputations, those best
capable of defining Calvin's purpose
and mission.
I also think Calvin cannot be
conventional in its approach to
recruiting students. Calvin faces a

contradiction unique among selective
liberal arts colleges: its policy of
open admissions. Why should a CRC
student who can achieve the
distinction of admissions to Duke or
Brown select Calvin when his friends
who have coasted academically also
achieve admission? I have no reason
to suggest that you limit enrollment at
Calvin. But I think increasingly you
will have to develop distinct and
creative programs to challenge
students who are academically
gifted.

tuition scholarships. This budget
supports about 1500 students,
enhanced by another several million
dollars from federal research grants,
but it is hardly adequate. To advance
to the next level, the University is
seeking an endowment goal of $50
million just for graduate fellowships.
My point is to emphasize the
daunting costs of doctoral-level
education. Those explicit costs are
multiplied by the cost of hiring the
kind of faculty prepared to direct
doctoral students and of teaching
loads which are competitiveusually two courses per term. I was at

Why should a CRC student who can
achieve the distinction of admissions to
Duke or Brown select Calvin when his
friends who have coasted academically
also achieve admission?
Finally, let me comment on one
venture that Calvin should not
undertake: doctoral-level education. I
understand the appeal of working
towards a Christian University, but
for at least three reasons I would not
advise you to move in that direction
even if large resources were
available. What if a generous
benefactor offered $25 to $50 million
for a Christian graduate school?
What could be done? I still would
have the following reservations:
1. Massive Costs of Graduate
Education.
At Notre Dame, the Graduate
School administers 35 Masters and
22 doctoral programs in the
Humanities,
Social
Sciences,
Engineering and Science. Our
financial aid budget is over $15
million for these programs, about $5
million in outright fellowships and
assistantships and $10 million in

Baylor University last fall, talking
with them about their aspirations as a
graduate university. Their faculty is
currently on a four-four teaching
load, exactly double what is the norm
in quality, doctoral-graduating
universities. They also do not accept
federal funding, which makes
graduate work in science extremely
difficult.
If one were to fund both faculty
and graduate student costs out of new
endowment, it would take an
enormous amount to make a
difference. Take a figure such as $25
million-immense to be sure. But as
an endowment, at five percent, its
income of $1.25 million would fund
from scratch only one modest
department-7 faculty at $100,000
and 50 graduate students at $10,000
each. Doctoral level education,
unlike professional training which
has an assured income flow, is pure
expense.
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2. Placement.
A second issue, and a deeply
ethical one, for anyone involved in
graduate education is placement.
Where will those who earn the
degrees find employment, whether in
universities, colleges, or research
laboratories? How attractive would a
doctorate be in history, or sociology,
or literature from a new Christian
institution which is competing with
candidates from Yale, Princeton,
Michigan, and Berkeley? My own
view is that such graduates could be
easily
marginalized.
Higher
education is elitist at its core and even
colleges like Wheaton or Calvin will
look to the best institutions if
committed Christians receive their
training there. I also think graduates
of such institutions would have an
extremely difficult time being placed
in secular institutions. It is interesting
that the Mormons, who think very
strategically about these issues,
choose to heavily subsidize their best
students to attend Brigham Young as
undergraduates, and then they send
them to the very best graduate
programs elsewhere. The real
question is whether you would send
your very best students to such an
institution. If not, then I think it
brings into question whether building
a doctoral program is worth the
investment.
3.
Supplementing
Graduate
Education.
My third objection is that new
resources could be better spent to
supplement rather then reinvent
graduate education, to establish
networks of support for graduate
students and young faculty. I can
speak from personal experience: the
most signal contribution to my life as
a Christian historian was a group of
other Christian historians who began
to meet about fifteen years ago and
continues sustained professional and
personal interaction.
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I recall asking Al Plantinga last
summer if he would stait a Christian
University if someone delivered a
$50 million check to his door. After
thinking about the question he
responded that instead he would
establish something like the Center
for Advanced Study in the
Behavioral Sciences at Stanford or
the Institute for Advanced Study at
Princeton-places that would bring
together scholars to interact and work
seriously on a common set of themes.
My own view is that in the short
run, even a physical center would not
be the best expenditure of resources.
American higher education is
extraordinarily
complex
and
Christian students and faculty are
honeycombed throughout. What we
need are regular seminars for
graduate students and young faculty
that would bring them together
around pressing issues of thinking
Christianly in their respective
disciplines. A college such as Calvin
could spearhead such a project and
use its campus during the summer to
facilitate it. Such an effort would
have great indirect benefit for the
college and its faculty. To be the
center of a network of scholars
working to bring Christianity to bear
upon their disciplines would be an
immense challenge and one
appropriate to Calvin's heritage.
What could be more appropriate for a
vibrant Reformed witness than to
enliven Christians to fulfill their
vocation throughout the academy.
To conclude: I do not think
Calvin College will be able to remain
a safe denominational island in a
world of choice. Better than any
institution I know, you exemplify a
Christian approach to the liberal arts,
faithful to historic Christianity and
engaged with the world of modern
learning. But you cannot assume that
students and faculty will beat a path
to your door. Your challenge as an

institution is to articulate a vibrant
Calvinism that can sustain the loyalty
of the church as well as serve as
much-needed leaven for a broader
community of Christians. ~
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George Tanner pushed open
the glass door of the automotive
shop and walked directly towards
the sales counter. Behind it sat a
middle-aged woman. Her fingers
purred across a computer
keyboard at a steady speed.
George placed his elbows on the
counter top and waited. He
noticed a red button on the right
with a sign below which read:
Push Button for Service. He
placed his finger above the button
and just before he pushed it the
sales clerk interrupted him.
"Don't push that. I'll be with
you in a moment." The keys
continued to purr.
George laughed lightly,
shrugged his shoulders. "Sorry."
George looked across the
counter. Stacks of paperwork
were piled up neatly on a table.
Above the table hung a calender
exhibiting slick sports cars.

"How can I help you?" asked the
sales lady, her fingers slowing to a
click.
"I'm George Tanner. You
called and said my pick-up was
ready?"
The sales lady continued to
type as she spoke. "Red-1986eight-cylinder-Ford-three quarter
ton."
"Yeah. That's it."
The sales clerk's fingers came
to a halt. She rolled her stool back
as she stood up and pushed a pink
sheet of paper in front of George.
"How would you like to pay
for it?"
"Pay for it? I thought this was
a warranty job. It was just in a
year ago for the same problem."
"I believe your warranty has
expired. I'm sorry Mr. Tanner.
Cash? Visa? Mastercharge?
Sorry-No checks."
"But the mechanic told me
he'd look after it."

HAT•.~

BY EDWIN DAM _
"I think he meant the vehicle,
not the bill. I look after the bills,
Mr. Tanner." The sales lady's
voice sounded like a tape
recording. "Listen Mr. Tanner. I
cannot authorize the release of
your pick-up until the bill is
paid." She spoke impassively.
Her voice carried with it that
well-practised air of apology.
Mr. Tanner lifted his elbows
from the counter. "I'm telling
you. This is a warranty job.
Check the slip. I'm sure he wrote
something down."
The sales lady picked up a cup
of coffee and took a sip, placed it
back down and picked up a
yellow slip of paper. Her eyes
rolled down the page and back up
again. "All it says is that you owe
us five hundred and eighty three
dollars and twenty two cents.
Your signature is right there on
the bottom, Mr. Tanner." She
flipped the bill to face Mr. Tanner

and pointed to the bottom corner
of the yellow carbon copy.
"Yeah, but I thought that was
just a technicality. Where's the
mechanic? He'll tell you."
"He's on lunch. And he
doesn't need to tell me. The
information is right here in the
computer. Would you like to see
it?" Her wrists never left their
post as her fingers cruised through
the menus: Customer history/
George Tanner/vehicle history/
Red-Ford-Pickup. The sales lady
rotated the screen towards the
customer. "Your warranty expired
two months and twelve days ago."
She lifted her left hand from the
counter top. "Thirteen, if you
wait an hour."
George was still examining the
yellow carbon copy. The sales
lady's voice interrupted him. "The
parts are written down on the left.
The labour's on the right.
Subtotals and taxes are added on
the bottom right.
Your
signature,bottom left, gave us
authorization to do the work."
Again she pointed at the bottom
of the bill.
George didn't look down. He
looked across at the woman who
refused to make eye contact with
him. George pushed back from
the counter and ran his fingers
through his hair. He reached into
his pocket and felt a spare set of
keys jab into his palm.

"It's my truck. I can drive it
when and where I want to."
Between finger and thumb he
dangled the set of keys. "You
can't keep it from me."
The sales lady began to type
again. "We can. And we will .. .if
it's our parts." She looked into
the screen. "The bill reads as
follows: I hereby authorize the
aforementioned
work
and
acknowledge my indebtedness of
$583.22. Until payment has been
made in full, the aforementioned
vehicle shall remain in the
custody of Performance Parts.
Signed, George Tanner."
George slipped the spare keys
into his pocket and turned away
from the desk. He walked two
steps towards the door and then
walked back. He leaned his
elbows on the counter and stared
at the bill. She peered up at him
through the lenses. His voice was
soft and pleading, "Listen. I need
my truck today and I don't have
the money with me." Ms. Daily
made no reply. She paused as if
she were waiting for him to finish.
Mr. Tanner could not see her eyes
through the thick glasses.
His voice hardened as he
slammed a fist into the counter.
"Damn it, I told you. Check
with the mechanic."
This time, it was the sales lady
who stepped away from the
counter. "Listen I don't make the

rules. I just. .. " But her speech
was interrupted by a crackled
voice over the intercom. "Ms.
Daily? Would you please send
that gentleman up." Ms. Daily
pulled off her glasses. Her eyes
shifted mechanically from the
intercom to Mr. Tanner, past him,
across the counter, and upwards to
a row of windows some thirty feet
above them. George turned his
head and followed her path of
vision to a cubical room firmly
suspended by the rafters of an
open ceiling. He saw the swaying
vertical blinds come to a stop.
Ms. Daily looked at the
concrete floor and shook her head
and said, "The manager wants to
see you." Mr. Tanner smiled but
thought he saw concern in her
eyes. She raised her hand from
the counter top and pointed to
George's left. "Follow the steel
stairs to the top landing. There
will be one door." She sat back
down on her stool and stared into
the computer screen before
adding, "Knock first."
"Finally we're getting
somewhere," muttered
Mr.
Tanner. He pivoted a quarter turn
and strutted toward the foot of the
metal staircase, placed his hand
on the railing and bounded up.
At the top landing stood a
windowless oak door. Two words
were lettered in brass at eye level:
THE MANAGER. Mr. Tanner
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paused to look down the stairs.
He could see Ms. Daily, behind
her counter, still purring behind
the computer. George Tanner
lifted his knuckle _and rapped
cautiously on the wood.
A clear deep voice from within
responded. "Enter."
George pushed open the door.
In front of him opened a a vast
country style room, but the
manager was nowhere in sight.
The floor was thickly carpeted in
a sandy white shag. Four foot
high oak book shelves, carrying
the weight of leather bound
volumes lined the sidewalls.
Above them hung a row of
vertical blinds. In the corner
nearest the door stood an antique
china cabinet. Only the far wall
was
unoccupied.
It was
composed of a single-pane
window through which the
afternoon light flooded. The view
through the window-wall was
interrupted by a central large oak
desk, bearing a lone computer.
Behind the desk and facing the
window sat a high-backed black
leather swivel-chair. It cast a long
shadow on a second chair which
was pulled just off centre, closer
to the door.
"Take a seat, Mr. Tanner,"
came a voice from behind the
swivel chair.
"No thanks. I'll stand."
"I see," said the voice pausing
for a moment before adding,
"Then you won't mind if I
continue to look outside?"
George didn't respond. "Tell me,
Mr. Tanner, or George, isn't it?
The G.' It stands for George?"
"Yes. And you are ... ?"
"The manager." A break again
before, "Mr. Tanner. Do you like
hats?"
"Hats? Did you say 'hats',
sir?"
"Yes, hats. The things people

wear on their
heads. I never
liked
hats
much. They
always make
me feel like
people
are
hiding
something.
Do you wear a
hat, George?"
"No. But I
have
one,"
George said.
George spoke
again.
"Mr... uh, I
thought we were going to discuss
my bill."
"Did you buy it yourself?"
"Buy what? The hat? Uh, no.
It was a gift from my uncle."
"What kind of hat is it?"
"I don't know. I don't know
much about hats."
"Oh. You've never bought
yourself a hat then?"
"No. I have just the one.
Why?"
"It doesn't matter." Silence
followed for several seconds
before the voice again inquired.
"Well. Do you like it."
"My hat, you mean?"
"No. My office," demanded
the voice. "Do you like it?"
Mr. Tanner glanced quickly
around the room. "I suppose.
Listen, I'm kind of in a rush. Can
we ... "
"Do you read much, George?"
"Hardly ever, but I thought. .. "
"My books. I love to read
them. I always have. . . The
people are right, you know. It is
an escape. It's an escape into
another world. Oh, they're not
always better worlds. Sometimes
they are worse. They do that, you
know, just so that this one seems
better. But even that becomes an
escape. By stripping another

world of its
gloss, they put
a gloss on this
one. In the end
it
becomes
nothing more
than
an
intricate
process
of
abstraction
a
n
d
differentiation.''
The
speech
ended with a
snap of the
fingers.
"Pardon
me?"
"I mean ... In books you get to
see the world in a new light.
You get to see the man beneath
the hat, so to speak. Do you know
what I mean?"
"Not exactly."
"Let me demonstrate,
George." The owner of the voice
lifted his left elbow from his arm
rest, brought it to where his head
should have been and returned it
to its former spot. "George,
pretend you could create your
own world. You could make
changes, any changes you would
like. What changes would you
make? Would you, for instance,
have married another woman?
Perhaps you would be someone
entirely different. Maybe you
would be the king of a jungle on
some uninhabited island, or a
jewel thief, always on the run
from police, but always a step
ahead. Perhaps you would be a
pirate in the sixteenth century.
You can, you know. . . in the
worlds of books. If you could
make any change you wanted,
George, if you had every resource
available at the tips of your
fingers, what change would you
make. What would you change to
make the world a better place,

George?''
George sat down and scratched
his head "Uh. I don't know. I
guess I'd want my pick-up back."
"That's it? If you could
change the world as man knows it,
if you could do anything your
heart desired, if you could sprout
wings and soar through the
heavens, you would still just ask a
man, a man whom you've never
seen before, for your pick-up
back?"
"I guess it's just that I just
don't read much. And plus, my
wife's expecting me to pick-up
the laundry by four."
"Laundry. Hmmm. . ."
George heard the crack of match.
Three puffs of bluish-grey cigar
smoke rose from behind the high
backed chair.
"Let's try another method. Do
you watch films, George?"
Mr. Tanner found his body
swaying side to side. He looked
at the open chair in front of him.
He peered through the smoke
through the window, and into the
blue of the afternoon sky. The
cigar smoke seemed to drift
through the glass and disappear
into the clouds. "Is this some kind
of game?"
"Films, George," came the
voice. "Do you
watch films?"
"Movies?
Yeah,
pretty
much
every
weekend with
my wife, when
we can find a
sitter, that is."
"What kind
of movies do you
watch?"
"Oh, what
ever's playing.
Last week we
saw... "
"Have you

ever seen A Streetcar Named
Desire?"
"Uh no. Not yet, I mean.
'Desire' you say? Is that new?"
"New? Hmmmm. You could
say that."
"Maybe I'll go see it this
weekend ... that is, if I ever get my
pick-up back on the road."
"Yes, your pick-up. I almost
forgot." George saw a long
stream of smoke break against the
glass. At the same time, he heard
a sigh ascend behind the highbacked chair. "How much do you
owe us Mr. Tanner?"
"Well, I don't feel I owe
anything. You see this was a
warranty job and if you just ask
the mechanic-he' 11 tell you
that. .. "
The voice on the other side of
the desk cut him off. It was cold
and angry. "How much is the bill.
The number on the bottom right
corner. What was it Mr. Tanner?"
"Five hundred and eightythree dollars and twenty-two
cents," splurted Mr. Tanner. "But I
don't see how... "
Again the voice took on its
inquisitive tone. "Numbers. I see
you' re good at remembering
numbers, Mr. Tanner. Do you like
numbers? I bet you play the
lottery
at
least once a
week.
Is
that
true,
George? Do
you like the
lottery?"
"Yeah.
But a lot of
people play
the lottery."
"Well let's
you and I
play
a
lottery
game. Right
here. Right

now. 'Let's make a deal, so to
speak."
"A deal?"
"Yes, more of a game. Like
the television show. You know it.
But we'll change the rules ... to
make it more fun. I'll give you
some hints ... yes some hints."
George Tanner saw the elbow rise
from the left arm rest of the chair.
" ... to make it more scientific and
less lucky. . .Hmmm. . . I've got
it. Stand up, George."
Entranced, George pushed
himself from his seat.
"Now. Go to the wall on your
left and look through the vertical
blinds." George obeyed. "What
do you see?"
George saw his red pick-up
parked in a bay thirty feet below
and two bays over. "My pickup," he answered.
"That's right. Our pick-up.
From this room, I can see what is
going on in any part of the shop at
all times. I can see all thirteen
bays. I can see the entire parking
lot. I can see Ms. Daily at the
sales counter. Our pick-up is now
sitting contentedly in the third
bay. It is, in layman's terms,
'behind door number three.' So
you see, you won't even have to
pick a door. You already know
where the prize is. All you have
to do is answer one question."
"One question?"
"Yes. And just so that you
don't think that there's a catch,
I' 11 let you know. I do have
something to win as well. I
would like to test a theory which
I've just read. It's a silly theory
really. But this theory states that
every time someone tries to
remember something, he forgets
something else. Our deal will be
this: I'll forget your bill if you
can remember something for me.
One question, Mr. Tanner. That's
all you'll have to answer."
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George scratched his head.
"What kind of question."
"Oh it won't be difficult. It'll
be in regards to something you've
done within the last five minutes ..
. a memory test. Shall we play,
Mr. Tanner?"
"Well, I don't know. I
mean ... "
The angry
voice
cut
through
air
like a fist
striking
a
With
table.
each syllable,
a quick cloud
of
cigar
smoke
was
released. "Mr.
Tanner," the
voice yelled, "do you realize that
without my approval, without my
direction to Ms. Daily, you will
not get your pick-up truck back.
You don't have the money. Your
warranty has expired. I am
offering you one chance, and one
chance only, to rectify the
situation. Take it. Or leave it."
George squirmed in his chair.
"Okay, Okay. Shoot."
"Good. I'm glad to hear it,
George. Since you've proven to
me that you possess a certain
adequacy with numbers, the
question will be in regards to
numbers. The question is this.
Now pay close attention. Tell me.
How many steps did you climb to
get to my office?
George hesitated. He rubbed
his palm and fingers against the
grain of his stubbled chin. His
voice cracked as he spoke. "Well
that's not really fair. How am I
supposed to know."
"How are you supposed to
know? Can't you remember? It
has been exactly four minutes and
twenty-nine seconds since you
climbed those steps. Surely you
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couldn't have forgotten already."
"But I didn't count."
"Think back then," said the
voice earnestly. "I know that you
can remember. Close your eyes
and picture yourself. You're on
the bottom of the staircase.
Behind you, approximately five
feet, and to
your
left,
approximately
thirteen feet,
is Ms. Daily's
counter. On
your
right
there is a door
which
has
printed on it
'Employees
Only.'
You
place your left
hand firmly on the steel railing
and your right foot meets the first
metal step. That's one. And then
what?"
George pinched his eyes
closed. He could see the first step,
but it was blurry. The second was
clearer. "No," he said, "I always
skip the first step."
"Good. Good. Ok. That's two
then. Did you put your boot on
the next step or
did you skip
one? Perhaps
you jumped
straight to the
fifth."
Mr. George
Tanner opened
his eyes and
glared at the
stiff back chair
in front of him.
"How do you know I'm wearing
boots?"
"That doesn't matter," boomed
the voice. "Forget about the boots
and close your eyes. You are on
the bottom of the stairs. Your
right foot is on the second step.
You' re pulling your left one

upward, past the right. Lifting ...
further and further, you can feel
the mild tension of the quadriceps
of both your legs. You can feel the
weight of your left foot. And you
place your foot on ... " The voice
had grown anxious. "Which step?
On which step do you place it, Mr.
Tanner?"
George felt a drop of sweat fall
from under his armpit, cold
against his side. "I think. .. I
think on the fourth step ... No on
the . . . I. . .I don't know," he
stuttered, his voice trailing off in a
whine.
At that moment, the chair
wheeled around and the manager
faced Mr. George Tanner. His
arms were outstretched. Pointed
directly between George's eyes
was a black pistol. "Think,
George. Think!
How many
steps!"
George couldn't think. His
eyes had gone blank. He stared
only into the black hole of the
barrel in front of him. The bald
head of the man who held it was
all but a shadowy blur against the
streaming sunlight of the
window-wall. George let his eyes
close again.
He could still
see the gun.
F r o m
nowhere, he
heard himself
mutter
beneath his
breath,
"Thirtyeight."
"What?"
The manager's voice cracked.
"What did you say?"
His voice sounded as if it had
come over the intercom and
George thought for a moment he
was in front of Ms. Daily's
counter.
"Thirty-eight. .. I said thirty-

eight," he mumbled, as his eyes
drew open.
"That's right," said the
manager as he lowered the pistol.
"There are thirty eight steps to my
office. Hmmmph. . . I guess, at
least in part, the theory holds
true." He hmmphed again. "So all
it took was a little pressure." The
manager scratched his bald head.
"I guess, Mr. Tanner, you can go."
He slid open an oak drawer
and lowered the pistol into it,
placed his pointer finger on a red
button on the left of his desk and
spoke into the air. "Ms. Daily?
Release Mr. Tanner's pick-up. I
seem to forget how much he owes
us." He swiveled his high backed
chair to face the window and
George saw the hand raise.
George pictured the manager
stroking his head.
"You may go, Mr. Tanner,"
came the voice. "Give my regards
to your wife."
Mr. George Tanner found that
his legs were shaking as he rose
from his chair. He was quivering,
all the way down to his black
leather boots. He turned and
stared at the high-back of the
swivel-chair. His eyes found the
floor again. He pivoted a half turn
and noticed how the individual
threads of the sandy-white carpet
seemed to part with each fall of
his boot. He observed how
the side bookshelf units were
divided into twelve separate units,
six long and two high. Each
leather bound volume was
marked in bold golden letters. He
noticed how the vertical blinds
seemed to swing rhythmically, as
if pulled by an invisible magnetic
force. He walked toward the oak
door. He felt the cold of the
polished brass door knob against
his hand. He pulled the heavy
door open, stepped half-way out
and stopped. Turning his head, he

stared at the back of the chair, and
said in a low and solemn voice,
"Thirty-eight."
· "Yes, thirty-eight," responded
the voice.
"No. I mean the gun. It was a
.38, a .38 calibre."
From behind the chair, George
thought he heard what could have
been a chuckle. George stared
into
the
silhouette of
the desk. "I
guess, I just
got lucky."
The chuckle
stopped.
"Perhaps, we
both
did.
Good-bye
George."
George
Tanner clicked the door shut
behind him and placed his right
hand on the steel banister. He felt
the rising heat meet his eyes,
momentarily blurring his vision,
and making the staircase appear
even deeper than it was. He heard
the click of his left boot as its heel
met the first metal stair. He began
his descent. One, two, three ..
.thirty four, thirty-five, thirty-six,
thirty-seven.
That was all. Thirty-seven.
He looked back up the stairs
and tried to count them just by
looking at them. Still thirtyseven. He ran up to the top to
make sure he hadn't missed a
step. Thirty- seven. Down again.
Thirty-seven.
He glanced up the oak door at
the top of the steps. It remained
closed. George Tanner turned a
quarter tum to the left and
approached Ms. Daily's counter.
"Here're your keys, Mr.
Tanner. Bay number three."
"Yes, I know. Uh ... Thanks.
Listen, do you have a piece of
chalk?"

"Chalk?"
"Yes, chalk. The stuff they use
on blackboards? Do you have
some?"
"Sure. Here." Ms. Daily
reached into a drawer and handed
him a four-inch long piece of
chalk. "You can keep it."
Mr. George Tanner walked
back to the base of the stairs and
stared at the blank concrete wall
before him.
He rolled the
chalk in his
hand, end over
end, then held
it at eye level
against
a
brick.
He
paused for a
moment,
applied
pressure, and began to write.
When he was finished, he simply
turned and left.
At five minutes before five
o'clock, the oak door opened.
The manager emerged holding a
briefcase in his left hand and a
long, beige spring overcoat in the
other. He began his descent.
One ... two ... three ... thirty-four.
.. thirty- five ... Two steps from
the bottom he stopped and
noticed the chalk letters on the
concrete wall.
A big white arrow had been
scrawled onto the wall. Below it,
in large bold letters were the
words: "37 STEPS."
The manager smiled. "Ms.
Daily? It's a fine afternoon. I
think I'll leave early today. Could
you close up?"
Ms. Daily did not stop typing
as she looked over the counter top
and nodded a silent salute. "Yes,
sir." <p
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LETTERS & SU C I I

[Professor Samuel Sound of Sinai Christian College, on a tour of Christian College
campuses to speak on topics related to religion and the arts, graciously consented to the
following interview with Silas Dogood, an award winning cartoonist and book reviewer
for The Dayton Deadline. After a speech on the subject "Religious Devotion and the
Christian Family Bookstore: Popular Christian Fiction and You," delivered to an
enthusiastic audience at The Philadelphia College of Bible and Business, Professor Sound
relaxed and spoke with Dogood beside the pool at a nearby Holidome. Sound,
distinguished for his work in the literature of faith, has taught for more than 20 years at
highly ranked Sinai, and has served the broader Christian constituency through his
attention to the literary scene in the Christian community. The two scholars covered
topics such as books and religion, MTV, what college students should and should not be
reading, and recent runaway Christian bestsellers.]
DOGOOD: We have recently observed a wide interest on
Christian College campuses and in the larger Christian community
in the books of Frank Peretti. He's the writer of This Present
Darkness and Piercing the Darkness. I'm sure you know about
him. What would you say about these books and their popularity?

hearts of our youth away from the simple gospel by selling them a
mess of pottage entitled "incompleteness" or "paradox" or
"inadequacy." They have tlied to convince us that no questions are
easily answered, that you must accept grayness as a fact of life.
Peretti puts the lie to our fascination with failure.

SOUND: Wonderful. Simply wonderful. I'm so happy that
Christian minds are getting fed some real substance for a change. I
know Frank and his work very well, and I suspect he is one of the
shrewdest interpreters of our society. He understands the
enormous battle that rages all around us-a spiritual battle-a
battle for men's souls (and women's too, of course).

DOGOOD: Yes, I suppose, but ...

DOGOOD: But does he understand the battle at a level that rnns
deep theologically?
SOUND: Well, how deep do you have to be to know it is us against
him-the devil, I mean. I don't mean to appear simplistic, but I am
weary of academia's distrust of the people. Why can't we trust the
popular response to Pen-etti?
DOGOOD: Well, some might say he panders to a rather simplistic
view of things. His books are full of New Age Conspiracy and fear
of the National Education Association or the American Civil
Liberties Union or academic institutions. He seems to think we
embattled Christians, "The Remnant," he calls us, should lise and
do battle with the press and government agencies and liberals
and ...

SOUND: Peretti understands the insistent voice of Satan's minions
hoveling about us even in this moment. Peretti calls us to make our
positions clear in this battle for souls. The great deceiver would
love to keep everything in a fog, but Peretti has turned on lights.
DOGOOD: But if Satan's powers are so enormous, wouldn't
Peretti himself be vulnerable to deception like the rest of us? How
can he speak with such confidence?
SOUND: He has claimed the power of the blood; he has become
God's prophet to our time. He speaks with the confidence of a
believer "filled with the fullness of Christ."
DOGOOD: But what about those who are uncomfortable with
Peretti's vision of things, those who believe that good and evil,
black and white, cannot be so easily compartmentalized?
SOUND: Maybe it's the Bible they can't come to terms with-not
Peretti. "Plincipalities and powers," remember, "plincipalities and
powers." The Bible talks a lot about that.

DOGOOD: Is it that easy?

DOGOOD: What would you say about the technical dimensions
of Peretti's wliting? Some say he's a sloppy wliter with a penchant
for cliche.

SOUND: In my work on Christian campuses, I've become
increasingly alarmed by this creeping disease I rnn into so often"complexityism." Too many of our own professors are stealing the

SOUND: Since literature has lost its message power, we've
become very good at talking about style. We are afraid these days
to talk about what a book means; that might give offense to

SOUND: Well. Shouldn't we?
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someone. So we talk about how it goes about saying what it has to
say. English teachers become technicians and students become
literary archeologists. The whole process becomes mechanical.
Peretti is old-fashioned. He has a message. It's his message that
rings the bells. Two and a half million people obviously don't get
all weepy about style.
DOGOOD: But couldn't he have a message and be conscious of
style matters?
SOUND: Listen-all this criticism. Our high-artsy tradition has
sold us on that old fiction that anything popular musn't be good?
Maybe we're just jealous.
DOGOOD: But maybe it's not the fact that Peretti is popular;
maybe it has to do with the way he is being read. Don't you think
there is a danger in reading Peretti as a theologian or as a
philosopher of the times?
SOUND: Peretti is_ a philosopher of the times-a Daniel come
among us to help us avoid the snares of Satan. Even if he's not
completely correct at every point, theologically or literarily or
whatever, he has done us the service of underscoring the issue of
spiritual warfare. He brings that to the front of Christian mindswhere it ought to be.
DOGOOD: Well what about other Christians who write? A Will
Campbell, say, or a Flannery O'Connor, who is still read a good bit
in Christian Colleges, or a Frederick Buechner? Someone who
doesn't sell as many books as Peretti has sold, but has nonetheless
developed a certain readership.
SOUND: Never heard of Campbell. O'Connor, of course, but
she's coming from a Catholic position you know. And Buechner?
Don't know much about him. Presbyterian isn't he? I've only read
enough of him to wonder how he keeps his ordination papers.
Back at Sinai Christian College, Buechner doesn't get anywhere
close to a recommended reading list or a course syllabus. We are
careful about that. Not just anyone who calls "Lord, Lord" makes
the grade as far as we are concerned. One of our professors calls
Buechner's stuff "muddy," and I think that about says it. His
novels are full of profane words and profane situations. He'd have
us believe that all people of faith are weak-kneed and doubting.
Same thing with O'Connor. They smuggle in Christianity if it's
there at all. Why are they trying to hide their faith? Why not just let
it rip like Peretti does? They don't seem capable of envisioning
light without a whole lot of dark mixed in.
DOGOOD: Precisely. And isn't that the difference between a
Buechner and a Peretti? For Buechner, even saints have clay feet,
faith is always charged with doubt, and false and true generally
occupy much the same territory. Isn't that just real life?
SOUND: I'm wary of that phrase "real life." Buechner and his ilk
want to wallow in the things of this world; they moon over tragedy
and suffering and incompleteness without taking up the breastplate
of 1ighteousness and the sword of truth. Why not be bold about our
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faith?
DOGOOD: But Buechner speaks of overcoming the world too.
SOUND: Maybe he does, but ce11ainly not with the same power
and success as Peretti. And look at which of them is selling the
most books. That ought to tell you something. Buechner's
message is watered down Christianity. We don't need voices like
that-those who make their peace with the age. Instead, we need
somebody who will shout against the rampant secularism that
threatens to engulf us all.
DOGOOD: You make it seem as if anyone who likes Buechner
and disdains Peretti is just someone weak of faith and misguided in
literary taste.
SOUND: I don't mean to be too harsh. I know some people value
Buechner's smooth and sophisticated style; he appeals to our
Princeton pretensions. But I say forget about style and academic
claptrap; tell your yarn and rattle some cages. That's what a Peretti
can do. Buechner mollycoddles us and puts to sleep our spiritual
defenses. Peretti arouses us to action and spirited watchfulness.
DOGOOD: Ironically, though, Buechner claims his p1imary aim
as a writer is to get his readers to pay attention to their own lives.
SOUND: That's it. Don't you see? Our job is not to pay attention
to our own lives but to His life. Buechner would have us looking in
the wrong direction. Peretti makes us look up-away from
ourselves to the powers that hold the universe together.
DOGOOD: I know you have to get along to other appointments. I
wish we'd had a chance to talk about other authors and your
opinions, but you've given us an interesting perspective on
Buechner and Peretti. Maybe God gets us home in all kinds of
ways; maybe he can use either one of them or both?
SOUND: That smacks too much of compromise! Buck up; there's
battle ahead. We all need to decide which side we are on.
DOGOOD: Can it be reduced to this "side" or that? Isn't it simple
wisdom to admit our ignorance of God's ways? Isn't there a danger
in reducing the vast mysteries of the life of faith to the pious
sentimentality of popular Christian fiction? Mustn't we tell the
truth first of all? Don't our lives everyday confirm for us that try1ing
to be followers of Christ is a lisky and profoundly bewildeling
business?
SOUND: Questions. Nothing but questions. That's why I like
Peretti; he has answers.
[The interview more or less broke down at this point along with the
tape recorder that mysteriously malfunctioned. Professor Sound
had to hurry off to catch a plane to his next stop at a Christian
Bookdealer'.s Convention in Las Vegas.</)

